In a recent speech the Secretary of State said that primary care is the 'frontline of the NHS'. In time of war (as it then was) that may not have been quite the metaphor he should have used. No matter, only a paragraph later he had switched to show-business with primary care becoming 'centre stage'. Later it was a 'jewel in the crown' while being 'in the driving seat'.
Language is the agent of thought. While we can indicate quite a lot without words, ultimately we depend on words and the ideas they convey to do business with each other. Figurative language, especially similes and metaphors, is intended to enhance that communication. But are we sufficiently sensitive to its impact? Do those various depictions of primary care help or hinder our understanding? Are they persuasive or manipulative? A look at some of the frequently used clichés and images may help us to see what is going on.
Modern and real
Appeals to modernity are found in every generation. At one level the adjective merely describes what is of the present time. But the word has much more power than that. When the Labour Government issued a white paper entitled The New NHS Modern-Dependable soon after being elected in 1997, they sought to grab attention not only by their promptness but also with those key words 'new' and 'modern'. In other words what went before was old, outmoded. To be less than 'modern' is to be a has-been. In this way do politicians mythologize the past and idealize the future. Many patients are still waiting for the results of that newness and modernity.
Politicians, aided all too often by their civil-servant speech-writers whose education might be thought to have made them more squeamish, are also very fond of the words 'real' and 'genuine'. The Prime Minister in his introduction to the NHS Plan in 2000 said it offered a 'genuine opportunity' in a 'very real sense' to rebuild the NHS. Are we to understand that all those previous reorganizations were 'unreal', not 'genuine'? They did not feel like that at the time. Again we see the process by which denigrating the past and betraying previous experience is part of a process of helping us to feel that at last all will be well. Three years later we are able to see how spurious that process is.
Patient-centred
This cliché is likely to be offensive to many who have been working in the NHS for a long time. It suggests that they, clinician or manager, have somehow been locked in a bureaucracy whose aims were not the benefit of the patient. To castigate bureaucracy, to criticize its alleged unresponsiveness and its inflexibility, is always a popular pursuit. But Government must surely know that advances in patient care and treatment have been a constant feature of the NHS.
Earned autonomy
This is an example of what Dr Johnson described as contradictory ideas 'yoked by violence together'. How can autonomy, which is absolute, be earned, which is conditional? More serious is the idea that freedom from regulation can be awarded only after compliance with a higher authority's agenda. This naked demonstration of power politics should concern us. It is also infantilizing: eat your greens and only then can you have your pudding. The fact is that innovation and the entrepreneurial spirit, so desired elsewhere by the Government, is unlikely to flourish under the doctrine of earned autonomy.
One size fits all Some images are just misleading and, worse, are intended to be so. 'One size fits all' with its suggestions of uniformity unrelated to need has been used repeatedly by politicians and occasionally, regrettably, echoed by the more sycophantic managers. It is absurd to depict the last fifty years of the NHS in this manner, in view of the extraordinary advances in medicine and even management. Keyhole surgery, MR and CT scanning, caring for patients in the community, all demonstrate the continuing development of diverse and sensitive approaches to meeting patients' needs. This image is often appended to the description of the NHS as 'a 1940s system operating in a 21st century world'. Unintentionally there may be an element of truth in this as the Government's foundation hospitals seem to be strangely like pre-NHS voluntary hospitals. Let us hope that they do not follow the path to near bankruptcy which was one of the precipitating factors in founding the NHS in the first place.
Modern matrons
Perhaps the most cynical phrase has been 'modern matrons', reflecting a strange belief among male Englishmen that a Hattie Jacques-type figure could put right in a trice all the operational problems facing complex institutions. For those of us who worked with matrons before the 1966 Salmon Report did away with them, the reality was that some women in these roles were good, many average and a few awful and one or two of them were even men. Today's nurse managers are much better prepared for their role, which at modern matron level is more akin to the Salmon nursing officer grade than to its now so much admired predecessor.
Brainwashing
Figurative language is not used in legal documents but it would be a dull society that forbade its use elsewhere. It can be ornamental, amusing, perceptive, reassuring but it can also distort, pervert and obscure. Politicians are in the business of persuasion and have few scruples in using whatever medium they can. The rest of us need be wary of the tired old clichés, the hand-me-down metaphors, the incantatory, ritualistic, mantras. If the NHS is to be managed 'really' in a 'patient-centred way' to make it appropriate 'for the 21st century' we must be aware that rhetoric is no substitute for thought. Analysis, evaluation, even scepticism, is possible only if we use language honesty.
